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FEDERAL WILDLIFE CLOSURE REVIEW 
WCR12-19 

Closure Location:  Unit 23SW 

Current Federal Regulation: 

Unit 23 – Muskox 
South of Kotzebue Sound and west of and including the Buckland Aug. 1 – Mar. 15 
River drainage – 1 bull by Federal or State permit 

Or 
1 muskox by Federal or State permit Jan. 1 – Mar. 15 

Federal public lands are closed to the harvest of muskox except by 
Federally qualified subsistence users. Annual harvest quotas and any 
needed closures for Unit 23 will be announced by the Superintendent 
of the Western Arctic National Parklands, in consultation with 
ADF&G and BLM. 

Closure Dates:  Aug. 1 – Mar. 15 

Current State Regulations: 

Muskox Permit/Ticket 
Required 

Open Season 

Unit 23: Seward Peninsula west of 
and including the Buckland River 
drainage 
Residents: One bull by permit TX106 Aug. 1- Mar. 15 

Regulatory Year Initiated:  1996 

Regulatory History 

Proposal 44 (1995) — submitted by the Seward Peninsula Subsistence Regional Advisory Council, 
requested a Federal registration permit hunt for muskox in Units 22D and 22E. Federal public lands 
in each subunit were closed to non-subsistence hunting of muskox. The proposal was adopted with 
modification to include that portion of Unit 23 including and west of the Buckland River drainage with a 
season from Sept. 1 – Jan. 31 by the Federal Subsistence Board at its April 1995 meeting.  

Proposal 67 (1997) — submitted by the Northwest Subsistence Regional Advisory Council, requested 
a positive customary and traditional use determination for muskox in Unit 23 east and north of the 
Buckland River drainage. The proposal was adopted by the Federal Subsistence Board at its April 1997 
meeting. 
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Proposal 99-46 — submitted by the Seward Peninsula Subsistence Regional Advisory Council, requested 
that the Federal muskox season in Unit 23SW be Aug. 1 – Mar. 15 with a harvest limit of one bull by 
Federal registration or State Tier II permit.  The proposal was adopted by the Federal Subsistence Board 
at its May 1999 meeting. 

Proposal WP01-35 — submitted by the Seward Peninsula Muskox Cooperators Group, requested a 
change in the harvest limit and the harvest quotas for Unit 23SW.  The requested harvest limit change was 
from one bull to one muskox by Federal registration permit of State Tier II permit, however cows would 
only be taken during the period Jan. 1 – Mar. 15.  The requested harvest quota was no more than 8 cows 
would be taken, and the total combined harvest would not exceed 13 animals. The proposal was adopted 
by the Federal Subsistence Board at its May 2001 meeting. 

Proposal WP02-37 — submitted by the Seward Peninsula Subsistence Regional Advisory Council, 
requested that the Federal subsistence muskox harvest in Unit 23SW be revised such that annual harvest 
quotas and any needed closures could be announced by the Superintendent of the Western Arctic National 
Parklands, in consultation with the Alaska Department of Fish and Game and BLM.  The proposal was 
adopted by the Federal Subsistence Board at its May 2002 meeting. 

Proposal WP05-19 — submitted by the Cape Krusenstern Subsistence Resource Commission and the 
National Park Service, requested the establishment of a season and harvest limit for muskoxen in Cape 
Krusenstern National Monument, with an annual harvest limit of one bull by Federal Permit within the 
monument and a harvest quota of two bulls. The proposal also requested that the permits be available to 
only those resident zone community members with permanent subsistence camps within the Monument 
and the adjacent Napaktuktuk Mountain area. The proposal was adopted with modification by the Federal 
Subsistence Board at its May 2005 meeting to allow permits only to those with permanent residence 
within the Monument or adjacent Napaktuktuk Mountain area. 

Proposal WP06-55 — submitted by Seward Peninsula Muskoxen Cooperators Group, requested the use 
of a designated hunter permit for muskoxen in Unit 23SW.  The proposal was adopted by the Federal 
Subsistence Board at its January 2006 meeting. 

Proposal WP10-84 — submitted by the Northwest Arctic Regional Advisory Council, requested that the 
regulation allowing for the harvest of one muskox by Federal permit or State Tier II permit be revised to 
change the State Tier II permit to a State Tier I subsistence registration permit and to change the harvest 
during the Aug. 1 – Dec. 31 season to bulls only and allow the harvest of any muskox during the Jan. 1 
– Mar. 31 season.  The Federal Subsistence Board adopted the proposal with modification at its January 
2010 meeting to clarify the regulatory language for the Aug. 1 – Dec. 31 season.  

In 2011 the Alaska Board of Game adopted Proposal RC34 (A) making the muskox hunting regulation 
in Unit 23SW part of a threshold-based hunt regime conditioned on the harvestable portion available 
in Units 22B, 22C, 22D, and 23SW of the Seward Peninsula population.  The regulatory thresholds for 
this portion of the population define conditions for Tier II hunts (harvestable portion below the Amounts 
Necessary for Subsistence (ANS)), Tier I registration hunts (harvestable portion within the ANS range) 
and registration/drawing hunts (harvestable portion above ANS).  This change was in response to 
significant population declines, low bull:cow ratios, and high harvest of mature bulls documented by the 
department. Based on further population declines revealed in March 2012 population surveys, State Tier 
II hunts were required in Unit 23 SW for 2012-2013 regulatory year because the harvestable portion was 
below ANS. 
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Closure last reviewed:  2008 — WCR08-19 

Justification for the Original Closure (Section 815(3) criteria) 

Section §815(3) of ANILCA states: 

Nothing in this title shall be construed as – (3) authorizing a restriction on the taking of 
fish and wildlife for nonsubsistence uses on the public lands (other than national parks and 
monuments) unless necessary for the conservation of healthy populations of fish and wildlife, 
for the reasons set forth in 816, to continue subsistence uses of such populations, or pursuant to 
other applicable law 

The Board’s intent was to provide a subsistence priority for rural Alaskan residents with a positive C&T 
determination for muskox. The closure was established when the initial C&T and hunt were established 
within the Federal program. 

Council Recommendation for the Original Closure 

The council opposed the original proposal as it pertains to the C&T decision in Unit 23, because it 
excluded residents of Buckland and Deering in Unit 23. The Council stated, “let the State season and 
the system work for a year to see if it meets the needs of the local people. If it does not, the Regional 
Council could always initiate a proposal to deal with the situation.” However, the Chair did support an 
amendment that included the closure at the Board meeting. 

State Recommendation for the Original Closure 

Proposal 44—Neutral — Although the department agreed with the intent of cooperative muskox 
management planning effort, it felt it was advisable to postpone a decision on this proposal until the 
Alaska Board of Game had decided on State Regulations for a muskox hunt in Units 22 and 23. When 
the amendment containing the closure language was proposed, the State had some concerns regarding 
permitting and wanted to be kept informed; however, no comments were directly made about the closure. 

Biological Background 

There are a number of management objectives for muskox; however, there is no specific population 
goal, except for continued growth and expansion of the herd. Muskox management on the Seward 
Peninsula is guided by recommendations from the Seward Peninsula Muskox Cooperators Group. The 
group is composed of staff from ADF&G, NPS, BLM, USFWS, Bering Straits Native Corporation, 
Kawerak Inc., Reindeer Herders Association, Northwest Alaska Native Association, residents of Seward 
Peninsula communities, and representatives from other interested groups or organizations.  The following 
management goals form the basis of the cooperative interagency management plan for Seward Peninsula 
muskoxen developed from 1992 through 1994 (Nelson 1994) and follow the guidelines of the ADF&G 
Muskox Management Policies (ADF&G 1980): 

●	 Manage population to allow for continued growth and range expansion of the Seward Peninsula 
Muskox 

●	 Provide for a limited harvest in a manner consistent with the existing State and Federal laws by 
following the goals/objectives endorsed by the Seward Peninsula Muskox Cooperators Group and 
the Seward Peninsula Cooperative Muskox Management Plan 
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●	 Manage muskoxen along the Nome road systems of Unit 22B and 22C for viewing, education, 
and other nonconsumptive uses 

●	 Work with local reindeer herding interests to minimize conflicts between reindeer and muskoxen 

●	 Protect and maintain the habitats and other components of the ecosystem upon which muskoxen 
depend 

●	 Encourage cooperation and sharing of information among agencies and users of the resource in 
developing and executing management and research programs 

A muskox population estimate conducted in 2010 for Unit 23 SW resulted in a count of 175 animals, 
which was 12% lower than the minimum count in 2007, but within the confidence intervals for the 
distance sampling estimate (Westing 2011).  Muskox numbers in Unit 23 SW have varied between 1995 
and 2011 (Figure 1). The population is believed to be stable and the variability in population counts may 
be a result of movement of animals between Units 22D, 22E and 23 SW.  Population composition counts 
from March 2010 showed 19 mature bulls per 100 cows and 18 yearlings per 100 cows (Westing 2011).  
However, low bull:cow ratios, coupled with high cow mortality in recent years is a concern (Adkisson 
2012, pers. comm.) and recently completed population estimates show a decline of almost 25% for the 
species on the Seward Peninsula as a whole between 2010 and 2012 (Gorn 2012). 
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Figure 1. Muskox population estimates for Unit 23SW, 1992-2011 (Gorn 2011). 
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Harvest History 

Harvest in Unit 23 SW until 1998 was strictly from Federally qualified users. In 1998, harvest under 
State Tier II permits was allowed. .  Harvest increased between 1995-2009, but has declined in recent 
years along with the number of permits issued and the harvest quota. There was a marked increase in 
harvest during from 2007-2009 due to the implantation of a State Tier I permit system without a limit on 
the number of permits (Table 1). An emergency order for closure of the muskox hunt in Unit 23SW has 
been issued several times since 2008 (Adkisson 2012, pers. com.). During the 2011-2012 regulatory year, 
the muskox hunt was closed on January 12th, about two months prior to the season closing date of March 
15. In April of 2012 it was announced that State Seward Peninsula muskox hunts would be available by 
State Tier II permits only.  This change was initiated due to significant population declines since 2010 
and because of low bull and yearling numbers, which resulted in the harvestable surplus being below the 
Amounts Necessary for Subsistence (Gorn 2012). 

OSM Preliminary Recommendation. 

X maintain status quo
 
_ initiate proposal to modify or eliminate the closure
 
_ other recommendation
 

Justification 

The muskox population within the Seward Peninsula has declined significantly over the last two years. 
While the population within Unit 23SW appears to be stable, there appears to be movement of animals 
between several Units in the area. The muskox hunt in Unit 23SW has been closed early by emergency 
order for the last 5 years after harvest quotas were reached early.  In addition, the State has now changed 
from a Tier I to Tier II permitting system in Unit 23 SW, among others, in response to significant declines 
in the population across the Seward Peninsula. Federal public lands should remain closed to non-
Federally qualified users for the conservation of a healthy population and to allow the continuation of 
subsistence uses of muskox (Section 815(3)). 
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Kotzebue, AK. 

Subsistence Regional Advisory Council Meeting 26 


